I Introduction
It has recently been noted that although placement testing is probably one of the most widespread uses of tests within institutions, there is relatively little research literature relating to the reliability and validity-of such measures (Wall, Claptram and A-lderson, 1994 ):'Publications which deal with placement tests frequently provide qualitative assessments of instruments (Goodbody, 1993) , or are concerned with the placement of linguistic minority students in programmes which are not related to language teaching (Schmitz and DelMas, 1990; Truman, 1992) . Wall, Clapham and Alderson ( 1994) offer one of the few empirical studies of a placement test which is designed to screen students entering a British university for deficiencies in English language skills, which might impede their progress in undergraduate or postgraduate studies. They investigate face validity (student perceptions of the test), content validity (asking whether tutors thought that test content represented programme content), construct validity (through a correlational study), concurrent validity (with self-assessment, and the assessment of tutors) and reliability. The main problem they discovered in attempting to validate the University'of Lancaster placement test was in finding appropriate external criteria to conduct a concurrent study.
ll4 An English language placement test
The methodology used to ascertain the reliability and validity of the test in this study is similar to that of the Lancaster study in many ways, and is described in detail below. However, this study does attempt to exand on their methodology for the evaluation of placement tests within a university context in four areas. These are:
. the use of pooled judgements in establishing cut scores for placement; o the use of additional statistical means to analyse test data; o the consideration of the need to develop parallel forms; and o the use of student questionnaires to investigate face validity.
II Background
The English Language Institute (ELI) has a number of roles within the University of Surrey, ranging from its support function in provid-l ing English language and study skills courses for students at the university, English for Academic Purposes (EAP) for overseas students who intend to study in an English-medium tertiary institution, and an MA in linguistics (TESOL) for teachers of English, in distance-learning mode. As part of its service function related to the in-sessional programme, the ELI is charged by the university to administer an English language test to all students entering the university on taught courses (undergraduate and postgraduate, English as primary language speakers, and speakers of other languages). The purpose of the test is to identify students whose lack of language skills or ability to communicate may cause problems in their academic work with their departments.
----A-major-eonstraint in assessing studems is Van Weeren, 1981: 57; Shohamy, Reves and Bejerano, 1986; Shohamy, 1983; 1988; 1990) . A new test was devised, with the following format:
Section I: Essay 1: descriptive (no choice of essay title).
---------Essay -2: argumentative (one title to-te seleeted-from--three options). (Crocker and Algina, 1986: 340-41), measured in logits. This was done using the program RASCAL (Assessment Systems Corporation, 1994) Table 3 shows that the four raters did not differ significantly from this in their individual grade profiles.
In the intrarater reliability study, the average reliability coefficient was 0.69, somewhat lower than the inter-rater coefficients, but still not so low as to cause undue worry. This figure indicated a need for further rater training before the second operational testing session, in 3 Section 3: reading comprehension Table 5 shows the results of the Rasch analysis for Section 3. Only item 17 was found to misfit, and this item was therefore removed The test characteristic curve for Section 3 is presented in Figure 3 . The curve in Figure 3 is not as steep as that in Figure 2 , but this is only to be expected, with only eight questions in the subtest. It is difficult to achieve reasonable discrimination with so few items in a subtest. Similarly, the reliability coefficient (equivalent of KR20) is only 0.59. The test information curve in Figure 4 is much flatter than the curve in Figure 2 .In an ideal world, the test should be lengthened, as the discussion of this subtest in section VI shows.
The test has been found to be reasonably reliable for its purpose. However, the reliability coefficients do not meet the levels which Table 7 . The three-factor solution is clearly interpretable in relation to the correlation matrix. Fac- tor I is a writing factor, factor 2 is a reading factor and factor 3 is a structure factor, which the argumentative essay also loads on. However, it must be Ctrbssed ih-at-thii-is nof iuffibiant evidence upon which to claim construct validity. Exploratory analysis of this type is suggestive of further avenues for investigating construct validity, but can never be sufficient to meet the requirement for convergent and divergent evidence. (Tables I I -t 4) are the-numbers of-students-sho-are-referred (y), the number not referred (n) by raw score (x), and the total number of students with each score, for the two writing tasks, stntcture From this strength of association between the total placement test score and TOEFL, the best prediction of the placement test score is:
Placement test --34.73 + 0.1 (TOEFL) Using the cut score established for the placement test, an estimated TOEFL score of 555 would be required before a student could follow a university course without the need for additional English language support. However, a correlation of 0.64 is clearly not high enough to --E able-t6takC th-eie kinds of decisions without the use of-the paCF ment test itself. This was confirmed by an examination of the scatter plot of the scores of the 33 students, which revealed two outliers with scores of 5 l0 and 577 on TOEFL, and placement test scores of 12 and 9 respectively. Once these students are removed, the TOEFL-TOTAL correlation is only 0.56, providing the best prediction at: Placement test = -5.4 + 0.6 (TOEFL) 
Future research
In the next academic y€ff, a further form of the test will be produced, and equated with the first form, using a single-group design with concurrent validation (Petersen, Kolen and Hoover, 1989: 256) . In principle, this could be done each year until enough forms have been developed to ensure test security even if one form were compromised.
As scores on all forms would be strictly comparable (Linn, 1993:85) it would not matter which form students take. This would add to test security, while maintaining score interpretability. However, this project may be somewhat ambitious. Equating tests is much more difficult with short tests than longer tests, as the burden of information provided by each individual item is much higher in shorter tests (Linn, 1993: 88) .
If, however, we are able to produce multiple forms, it also becomes possible to conduct score gain studies. It is a truism that in British universities there is no evidence to suggest that after a certain amount of time on any given programme, a student will 'improve' by 'x' , whatever the unit '.r' is in terms of ability. Indeed (Paltridge, 1992) . Each approach must be sensitive to the constraints imposed by, and the information requirernents of, unique institutions. Similarly, when conducting score gain studies in the future, criterionbased approaches such as that suggested by Brown (1989) 
